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SHORT NOTE

PUZZLING BEHAVIOUR OF HARRIERS

During the Christmas break of 1977, my husband and I spent
several days on a farm in Hawkes Bay. We noticed Harriers (Circus
approximans) repeatedly flying low over three acres of remnant bush
in cleared farmland. They flew ovet to an exposed ridge and watched
the surrounding country. 1 taped the call which was a high-pitched,
explosive whistle. They were much harassed by Starlings and Magpies.

In this bush under a Tawa tree {Beilschmiedia tawa) we found
droppings and pellets and, cn looking up, saw in the foliage two very
large, bulky structures made of twigs, one 12 m and one 15 m from
the ground which in our judgement could only be nests. We watched
them for hours, concentrating on the upper one which seemed newer,
although the lower was still intact. Eventually a flock of Silvereyes
(Zosterops lateralis) hunting insects in the foliage came abreast of the
upper nest and a Harrier's head appeared briefly which, by its dark
colour, may have been a well-fledged juvenile. After that short glimpse
no more was seen of the bird in the nest, although at dusk a Harrier
circled down in that direction. We have pictures of the two nests
and the Harrier in the upper one.

If these structures were indeed nests (and it is hard to know
what else they could have been), this raises three questions.

1. As most records state that Harriers enlarge their nests each year,
why were there two nests in this tree, both apparently intact ?
2, As there was an island in a large swamp nearby, why should the
Harriers choose to nest in the Tawa ?
3. The Australian Spotted Hartier (Circus assimilis) nests in trees.
Was Circus approximans nesting in the Tawa because of unusual
circumstances or does it nest in trees more than is realised ?
Geoff Mooen (pers. comm.) has seen a nest at 2.5 m.
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